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	1. prologue

.

There is a custom, in District Two. The others call them Careers. The Capitol calls them Model Young Commonality.

Achilles is one of these powerful young potential-Tributes, destined for service to Panem――he just doesn't know what that means, exactly.  
>But when the 73rd Hunger Games hits, Achilles does not die in the Arena.<p>

Instead, he is taken into the arms of the Peacekeeper Corps; stripped of his individuality and identity until nothing remains.  
>Until Achilles is no longer the man his parents raised him to be: a good boy, with a good heart, with a fondness for the stars.<br>Until he's Peacekeeper #WKN-09N557, who by oath, will die keeping the status quo, who will protect the peace by any and all means necessary.

But 'by all means necessary' isn't what you see on the propaganda films.  
>It's messy and violent and means more people hurt than saved.<p>

But his country isn't one united by strength.  
>It's one on the edge, united by fear.<p>

Nothing is as it seems.

Achilles was told to always remember who he is in his heart. But as he and several dozen men all stand between the country and its people, #WKN-09N557 is nothing but a blank helmet with a dubious agenda and a string of broken ideals.

All he has to do is decide if that is all there ever was.

Because war is coming to Panem. Revolution. Rebellion.  
>And it starts as it always does.<p>

With a 'Happy Hunger Games!'

And the odds being ever in their favour.
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He can see infinity beyond his fingertips.

Through the burn of pressure building in his skull and blood pounding in his ears, he blinks and looks towards the lighter patches, clusters of faint and bold light, the constellations; the tattered band of the universe, with Vega very bright between sun and the mountains; and Sirius and Orion shining splendid against the unfathomable blackness in the opposite quarter of the heavens. The Pole Star was overhead, he knew, and the Great Bear hung over the circle of the horizon to his far left. And away beneath and beyond the shining corona of the sun were strange groupings of stars he had never seen in his life ―― notably, near a dagger-shaped group that he knew for the Southern Cross.

These were the same stars that greeted the ancients, the same ones that would be here in millions of years. These were the same stars that looked over the First Rebellion and the Dark Days that came before. These were, he hoped too, the same starts that looked over the arena every year.

And it makes him happy, very happy, that he knows enough to read them.

He loved Two's night sky. Matte charcoal black uncontrollably covered in thousands and millions of bright specks. He loves that one could see star, after star, after star, a never ending void of light that projects boundless guidance. The complicated configurations and patterns of light which have taken him years to identify by the naked eye. Below, the blacked out hillside can just be seen, its roughness and texture now one clean flat shape, dissolving down into the dewy grass.

Space was so vast, so expansive, all those stars could hold entire infinity's worth of secrets, and he like that the most.

In a world of control and scrutiny, how could he not?

Speaking of scrutiny.

"What are you doing?"

He does not fall off his branch, but he does turn his attention away from the sky above ―― below? ―― and looks directly across towards the Centre. There, shrouded in darkness and bathed in faint moonlight, Amber narrows her bright eyes into slits. From his current angle, dangling by his legs twelve or so feet off the ground, they are close to face to face. He smiles.

"Like you don't know what I'm doing." He laughs, and then, because he feels festive and free, gives her a conspiratorial look. "All ready for tomorrow?"

They both know what is happening tomorrow. The whole of Panem does. Amber glares at him.

This morning, the 6,585th of his life; the 73rd Hunger Games will commence in exactly nine hours and... He risks a glance at his wristwatch, turned inwards, it's digital numbers glowing ominously in the darkness ―― fifteen seconds.

"I'm telling the attendants." She says because sneaking outside during lights out is against the rules, forbidden and carries consequences. Serious consequences. Achilles doesn't live at the Centre on the weekends like some of the other potential tributes. He lives at home on those days, but being on the grounds after light's out is bad enough. Amber is his competition and one more potential tribute down is one more step closer to victory, he knows. If she did tell, chances are his name would be ripped from the bowl in warning and he'd be dropped from the Program. He smiles again.

"No, you won't." And he knows this. She knows this, too. This isn't the first time she's caught him out here. "But that sounds like a deflection. Are you _sure_ you're ready?"

She reaches forwards and pushes him against his chest, arms tight and strong, making him loose his grip ―― his legs falling off the tree branch with the momentum of the swing where he was bracketing the branch, and he falls onto the grass below with a loud, dense thud, drowning in the dark damp grass.

His chest bursts into a hundred little sparks of pain with the impact, and he gasps, then frowns.

"That wasn't very nice." He deadpans through mud and grass blades.

Amber laughs. "I'm ready for tomorrow, Killer. It's you I'm worried about."

His name is Achilles, but Amber calls him thus because it both embarrasses him and he can do little about it either way. Not just her, either. They all do.

Achilles feigns offense. "Me?"

Neither of them are strangers to this. Achilles in particular, who's name has been in the list of male candidates for three years now; entered the same every year, but on the List. Amber is the same, even though she is a year younger. She's that good. It is not unheard of, but it is uncommon for potential tributes under the age of eighteen to be entered in District 2 more than their fair share of times. It's a practice usually saved for the best ―― and a practice not exactly fair, either. For however privileged they are here, the Capitol still reigns supreme. The rules don't exactly change.

They just bend them a little bit harder.

Achilles, at least, is one of the best of his current age group. He has been told, since he was a very young, what a good boy he was, how healthy and handsome and clever and strong, strong above all, and that he would make a Victor to be proud of. For the longest time, Achilles had accepted such convictions and dedicated much of his childhood and adolescence to fulfilling his predetermined fate, same as any other in the program. Then, five years ago, he saw his brother slit his own throat the night after his first and only kill in his Games, and the whole thing quickly became senseless and obscure, with beating on dummies for hours on end shifting into something akin to a chore than an honor.

Since then, there has always been this foreboding, hesitant pause between him and anything to do with the Hunger Games. A revulsion turning in his stomach when the events come on television. A despair when they run through Cornucopia drills and he's one of the last few to make it.

So maybe Amber does have a right to be worried, but he's also trained for too long and come too far ―― Achilles is not built to be a stonemason or a bricklayer. He is a warrior, built for the fight, man against man, or mutt, come to it.

Rolling her eyes, Amber sits down on the grass beside him and looks upwards towards the stars. "I don't see the appeal. They're just stars."

"It's just a knife," Achilles pokes her in the side with the tip of his shoe, and she swats it away with a harsh slap. It sends vibrations up his ankle and makes his chest tighten, but it doesn't feel bad.

"But you know what is appealing?" She asks, and he shakes his head. "Lie ins." She grins at him, with two rows of perfect, white teeth. "When I'm a Victor, I'm going to sleep in forever and never get up past noon. Every day."

"That sounds nice," Achilles blinks. And it does, but he can't see the allure of it when you're lying in a single, narrow bed in a dorm room that you share with three others.

"What would you want, if you're ever a victor?" She asks.

"You mean when I _am_ a Victor," he frowns at the divine decree in her tone and looks back up at the sky, feeling the damp through his clothes and against his face. "When I'm a Victor..." he thinks, and then blinks, sitting up properly so he's no longer lying down on the grass. "I want a soft house."

"A soft house?"

"And a real telescope, but I want a soft house first." See, the Centre is all angles and sharp edges and hard lines, smooth surfaces so the blood rinses off easily; little in the way of fabric, in comforts. It makes him feel stupid and childish, but it's one of the few things that remind him of home. Not the Centre. Home. Cut into the mountain yet comfortable and safe all the same. Carpets. He remembers. His home had carpets.

Amber laughs again and slings an arm around his shoulders. She's different when they're out here and not in there ―― not nicer, no, but she's more like the Amber he remembers in school rather than the one he has to deal with now, who fights with him on a regular basis with her brother Jett, the calmer, more reasonable of the two. The more behaved, as well. You wouldn't catch Jett sneaking out after lights out on the eve of the Hunger Games, that's for sure. "Soon you'll either be standing on the stage and be the center of attention or you'll be singing on as a Peacekeeper, don't you worry," she says.

"Nah," he says in a carefully modulated tone. "No stage for me. I'm pretty sure they don't want me to go."

At least, Achilles thinks that is the truth. Curio, one of the other boys in his year, is one of the current favourites. He's a big guy. Bigger than Achilles. Not as good in hand to hand as Achilles, but give Curio a weapon and you'll soon know about it. Curio will probably go into the Arena and win.

Amber gives him a funny sort of look. "But I mean, this is it, isn't it?" She asks, and he looks at her properly for the first real time in seems like forever. "I mean if you don't go and I go or you do and I don't―"

"―_What_?"

"Shut up, Killer ― Let me explain," she snips at him. "This is the last time we'll, like, do this again."

She's right, of course. If Achilles doesn't go into the Hunger Games this year, he will age out of the Program. He'll be too old. That either means going through a transition program and training for a job outside, or signing up with the Peacekeeper Corps. The look on Amber's face tells him that she's realized how transitory it all is. A week ago they were throwing spears at each other. Now look at them. Achilles sighs and leans his head against Amber's. Normally she'd attempt to break his neck if he'd ever have done this, but tonight she just makes an unhappy sound and grabs hold of his fingers ―― big, dexterous things that are cold as ice. Even in summer.

"But it won't be that bad," he says. "I mean, whatever you do, you'll have free time, right? Somewhere down the line I'm sure it can be the same."

The words taste stale even as he says them but it's all they've got. Anything to chase the shadow from Amber's face.

"Yeah," She smiles "We'll still see each other. And then you'll win and then I'll win and we'll be back to back Victors just like Nero and Callista in the 40s," then she looks at him and blinks. "Or, rather, I'll win and you'll be promoted to Head Peacekeeper and you can come see me in the Village and have a guest room in my house ― a soft one ― and you can stay whenever you are on leave."

Achilles laughs, but it's hollow and dead and just about the most pathetic sounding thing he's ever made. Things are changing, and after tomorrow, they won't ever be the same.

But then he thinks of something, and grins.

"Panem better watch out,"

He glances at her, his voice lowering until it is pretty much the exact imitation of one of their older trainers. The one that used to come around and settle down rambunctious kids who stayed overnight at the Centre for the first time. The one who used to read to them. Amber almost doesn't get it, but then her eyes widen and she smiles, all teeth, but it's real and she looks back across to the stars.

Amber wiggles, very nearly. "Because we're going to take over the world!"

And isn't that the truth?


	2. one

.
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The following morning, Achilles is late.

As he throws on his training gear, the slate grey, uniform fatigues of any District 2 potential tribute, he sees Cornille placing neatly folded fabrics into his bag; slate grey again, but formal trousers and a jacket, with a pale shirt. This year's Reaping clothes. It is so normal, so ordinary, that he very nearly walks on by indifferently into the hallway.

But then it crosses his mind abruptly that, regardless of what happens today, he will probably never see Cornille again, and it makes him stop.

If he is not reaped for this year's Hunger Games, he will not be returning home. This much he already knows. His aunt and uncle will not be putting up with him for much longer ―― not for a second more than necessary. It is not to say that they do not get along and that they want him gone out of spite, it's nothing like that. The fact is, the moment he either boards the train or walks away from the town centre, he will have outlived their hospitality. That's the way things are here. He's a man now, after all.

Achilles pauses and looks at Cornille as he goes to take his bag. She's one of the girls who his aunt and uncle employ to keep the house tidy. Both of her parents died in a quarry accident, but Achilles cannot see the stonemason in her. Not at all. Her arms are willowy, her face soft and sad as when he first saw her cleaning the floors of the dining room when he was fourteen. She never meets his eyes, and he has the sudden, irrational desire for her to do so. They _are_ nice. A dark rich brown. Like his, only he is no longer blonde; his hair darkened into the texture of coarse bear fur as he reached adolescence, and Achilles is also big, where she is as small and light as a baby bird.

She'd have never had survived the Hunger Games, Achilles knew. She was nothing like Amber. She never even attended the Centre. He takes his bag from her gentle hands. They dwarf hers. Achilles' hands are monstrous by comparison; smooth, tanned, and dexterous, but there is a power in them out of proportion with the rest of him. He has been told that they are his strongest asset.

"Thank you." He tells her, perhaps for both the first and last time, and he turns away to head for the back door. No time for breakfast. He has to get his morning training in before ten o'clock, or he could risk his instructors ripping all paper entries in his name from the ball.

Not that Achilles would care, personally, but for all the years he has spent living off his aunt and uncle's generosity, it feels discourteous to spoil the family name so suddenly.

District 2 is one of the largest and wealthiest districts of Panem. Seven outer villages surrounding seven outer quarries, all aside from the town centre, with the Justice Building taking centre stage, which sits dead in the middle of the main thoroughfare. It is a fair distance from where Achilles lives on the weekends, but the weather is warm enough, despite the overcast and rain. He reaches the Tribute Training Centre just after seven on foot. By this point, he has well missed the first leg of training, so he takes his time going in. The great mountain range spans before him, the military complex that a lot of their Peacekeepers are in and out from, and his gaze lingers for longer than usual on the rocky incline.

"Nice and dry there, Killer? You little git, get inside before I put your backside in a sling!" Someone shouts from beyond, and Achilles' tenses, if only in the shoulders, and turns to face the owner of said voice.

Allio is a full head taller, three inches thicker and god knows how much heavier. He was prospective Career that never made it, but he was good enough that the Tribute Training Centre wanted to keep him alongside to help train future District 2 generations. Achilles wouldn't call them friends, but they get along.

He slaps Achilles on the back as they enter. "You ready for the big day?" He asks joyfully. The Reaping is Allio's favourite day of the year. It even takes precedence over his own birthday.

"Me and every other Career in Panem," Achilles answers diplomatically. There is no use in saying what he really feels. Just because Allio doesn't get along with his former-Peacekeeper parents doesn't mean he wouldn't report Achilles on a whim if he let anything slip. Achilles likes to think that Allio wouldn't, that he might just like Achilles enough to keep a secret, let alone be late on the morning of the Hunger Games, but he just doesn't know. What good is a Career if he doesn't want to participate, let alone win? And Achilles doesn't. Never has, honestly, even if he had been blindsided into agreeing with the status quo. What happened to Aias just proved what he must have already suspected in his gut, because he has been bluffing and lying through his teeth ever since.

Would he ever allow himself to be replaced if he was chosen? No. But that doesn't mean he has to like it.

Achilles, by principle, just likes to do as he is told. Allio says it makes him weak, but Achilles thinks they both know that favoured by the Capitol or no, obedience keeps a person alive. Alive isn't weak, as far as life in Panem goes.

(and Achilles isn't stupid. He's seen the way his uncle speaks about 'certain people', about how said 'certain people' are dragged away during their walk home from work never to be seen again.

He knows it happens.)

But Allio just seems content to watch in amusement as Achilles is chewed out for being late on Reaping Day, oblivious to his inner turmoil. Neither of them allows his mild verbal bashing to cause much in the way of distraction. They go together into the ring, where the Careers all come to fight one on one, or in groups, mostly hand-to-hand. There are a few others his own age and a few belonging to a younger group ―― there is one surely young man named Cato hanging about with the latter. Achilles doesn't really know him, other than that he is decent with a blade. He's a stonemason by birthright, that much his obvious; he has his parent's sturdiness, but Achilles' knows little else. They keep to their own age groups here.

"Killer!" Curio Pit, also in his final year of Reaping, grins as they approach. The current favioute. He's sixteen and just about impressive enough to warrent a two-year early advancement. "Have a lie in?"

"Couldn't sleep with all the excitement," Achilles lies smoothly.

"We will be conducting a series of hand-to-hand full contact matches now," Allio calls, clapping his hands and taking charge immediately. For all his swagger, he makes a good instructor. Achilles has learned a lot from him over the years. "The final draw is still being decided, so give it your best." He looks at Achilles with a lazy smile. "Achilles, get in."

As Achilles shrugs and dumps his bag onto the floor, he can hear Allio laugh.

"Now, I need three volunteers."

"Three on one?" Says one of the boys "Really?"

"Yes, Flint, really. And you've just volunteered."

"Darn,"

"I volunteer," says one of the girls. Achilles turns to see that Amber was grinning at him with her sharp little teeth, and he smiles through the sudden pang of dread building up in the pit of his stomach. It's just like last night never happened. Amber is back to her Centre-self. All sharp edges and wicked smiles.

"Me too," says Jett ―― Amber's brother. Another friend, but not as close as Amber. They've always been cooler.

Allio claps his hands together. "Thank you. Everyone else please clear the floor."

"Are you kidding me?" Flint complains.

"You'll be fine," says Jett, in a tone that says '_you are going to die and I will laugh_'.

"Yeah," says Amber. "Just don't let him hit you. Like ever. Because his speciality is punching skulls in."

Well, actually, Achilles' so-called speciality is in close-quarter combat as a general whole, but he neglects to mention so. Three against one has already made his odds long enough ―― running his mouth will not put them anymore in his favour.

"What are you two so happy about?" Flint demands. He's not very big, as far as Career's go, and he is only here because his father won his year over ten years ago and he's pretty handy at long range. Up close, Achilles could wager even the youngest could take him out. He's the runt of his siblings. The least impressive, and his track record shows it. How Flint got to eighteen he has no idea.

"Breaking in Achilles," says Jett. He's bigger than Achilles but thinner. Taller.

"Breaking Achilles," says Amber. She's smaller, but the muscles along her arms look like steel cables.

Achilles never often fights with Amber. There are too many people their age, but since it's Reaping Day, the pool of students here has thinned considerably. Thirty or so of them fill out the space, not counting the youngsters. Achilles does not want to hurt Amber at all, but if she beats the stuffing out of him, that won't look good in front of the younger kids. Or in front of their trainers.

He looks back at Flint, who shakes his head, and then at Allio. He's smiling, per usual.

Flint grimaces. "Are you two brain-damaged?" He asks of Amber and Jett. "Because you're about to be."

"Hey," says Jett. He's looking at Achilles now.

He tilts his head at the second twin.

Jett shrugs and takes up a fighting stance. "Good luck."

"Match begin," Allio calls, and scrambles out of the ring as fast as he can. It's a good idea.

Because no sooner than they all move, Achilles' fist slams into Jett's head and knocks him thirty metres into the nearby wall.

"Jett!" Shouts Amber. Jett smashes into the wall and crumples to the floor with a bloody nose and Achilles... Achilles does not stop. He is not shocked by how hard he is able to hit him. He does as he is told.

He pivots hard, and catches Amber's back-kick in one hand. She's fast. She's strong. She twists in his grip and whips the heel of her foot into the side of his head, and that stings, snapping his brain into a sharp blur of pain and light, but he also moves. He spins his whole body to the right in a mighty shot-put spin and hurls her away.

She lands hard, bouncing, and she makes to go back in but Allio shakes his head. She's out.

"Are you kidding me?" Flint says for the second time and attempts to break off into a run. "Hey, big guy, how about you cut me some–? Yikes!"

He ducks and pivots out of an attempted grab, and when Achilles growls, annoyed, he barks, "Really? Really?"

Another grab, another duck ―― he deflects an attempted swing.

"What pen did they find you in?!"

Hatred is electric heat; Achilles can feel it as static in his brain, the boy's words lancing something raw inside, and for the split second his temper gets the best of him. Flint rears back and kicks him, hard, right in the chest and the blow, powered by the strength of countless days of training, is enough to make every rib in Achilles' chest vibrate and stress under the pressure... but it is not enough to stop him from grabbing the offending leg, yanking the boy up into the air like a rag doll, and slamming him into the sponge flooring of the ring.

He groans as Achilles steps over him, towards were several towels are hung over hooks along the wall.

"Match concluded," says Allio smugly. "Point awarded to Achilles."

And this is how his morning goes. Over and over. Fighting, and demonstration. He throws a few spears. He tries his hand with a bow ―― finds it uncomfortable and fidgety, and move onto a sword. Achilles speaks to a few trainers, a few other potential Tributes. Even though he is one of fifteen eighteen-year-old boys with a name in the glass bowl, he has the fewest slips ―― some Careers like Gaius, a stocky blonde boy, have actually put in for the tesserae on _top_ of the ten or so strips put in for each Career every year of eligibility, even though their families may not be starving. Gaius' family, Achilles thinks, may actually need it, however. He has six siblings, coupled with his mother, and Achilles knows that his father had died in a quarry accident. That is over forty times just for the tesserae.

He's been eligible for two years. Sixty times. Over sixty, in total.

Yet it did not stop Aias, who had only been put in six.

As his mind goes empty and dark at the thought, Allio comes back across the training room from extra practice with one of the younger boys and slaps him hard on the shoulder. After getting slammed in the ribs by Flint, kicked in the face by Amber, hit across the arms with a steel baton and then punched in the mouth for good measure by one of the instructors, it sends a spike of pain across Achilles' limbs and torso.

"I darn well hope neither of those three sorry lot get selected," he grins. "Because they're wasted now. Maybe not Amber, but you've always been sweet on her."

Achilles blinks, and then stood there frozen as he watched in awe at Allio's expression. Blushing would have been no problem, but what Achilles did was go as red as a beetroot and radiate heat like a hot pan. One could have cooked a three-course meal on his face.

He's not sweet on _anyone_. Achilles wants to say that, he does, but you simply do not talk about that kind of thing here. Romance is all well and good when you've won your games or are a common worker in the quarries, but not much good when you need to concentrate on training. They were pretty clear on that when they first started. Also, it's Allio. Achilles can only expect so much ―― and it's not a lot. Unless he want's a good teasing, he's not confining in Allio even if he's paid to do so or held at gunpoint. Plus, he doesn't like Amber. He loves her, like a sister, maybe. He finds her funny and exciting and, perhaps, terrifying. But he doesn't _like_ her.

Achilles doesn't like anyone here that way, and he hasn't done so for a very long time.

"Are they okay?" He asks weakly, looking for an outlet. The thought of wrecking his friends and classmates on the day of the Reaping made him feel ill. He lost his cool. No good fighter loses his cool when it comes to it. Makes a person stupid.

"Doubt it," Allio laughs, mistaking his concern for something else entirely. "And you needn't look so embarrassed ― you did good, for someone as fast as Amber."

Humming, he deliberately looks away to see a girl at least a few years younger than he, who throws a knife straight across the expanse of the room to hit a target dead on. Allio whistles.

Achilles just grabs for his bag, and frowns. "I'll see you in the square?"

"Probably not, it'll be packed." Allio shrugs, as if it's nothing. "But I dare say we'll be celebrating afterwards. You should come if you are still here."

If this was any other year, he might well have. Achilles doesn't enjoy the festivities, and he makes a point to spend as little time as possible at them, but this year, he takes comfort in knowing that the only place he'll be going if he is spared from the Games today is a heavily fortified blast door that leads into a Peacekeeper facility.

And not just him, either, Achilles suspects. A good forty or so others, maybe more, might be following him. It's considered a small honour to the citizens of District 2, even if serving for twenty years without being able to form any attachments might be an inconvenience for some. Personally, the idea of two decades of service does not bother Achilles. He's eighteen. He'll be thirty-eight when he is given the orders for dismissal, if he is recruited in the first place, and he'll have a good chunk of coin afterwards to boot. True, the fresh Peacekeepers often get the worst positions, but if one managed to land a nice job, what could possibly go wrong?

He is so distracted by the possibilities, he hardly takes in what Allio says as they both venture towards the changing room to get into their reaping outfits. Achilles is sure that his aunt and uncle will be attending, as will the people they employ ―― He thinks about Cornille standing in the sea of potential tributes and something unpleasant rushes through his stomach.

She wouldn't be called up. They don't put someone's name in the bowl if you don't stand a chance, but even knowing that the unpleasant thought remains. She'll still be there in a year, and who knows what will happen for the 74th? The 75th?

The suit is pressed and will fit perfectly, but Achilles makes to shower before putting it on. Wouldn't want to be all sweaty if he is called up, after all. His hair is too short to do much with it; long hair can be a disadvantage when in fights, as he has often been told. He makes sure to shave, too, just in case. He's checking his teeth for anything out of place when the thought occurs to him that he might not be looking over every nook and cranny of his face because he's worried about making the wrong impression. He's stalling.

Attendance is mandatory, of course, so he eventually allows himself to be cajoled out by the other excited Careers. The walk is long, but with the jokes and the good company, one wouldn't think they were on the way to a literal death sentence. They all file out down the streets, impeccably dressed in one big group. Achilles' hasn't eaten all day, and it's starting to get to him. His stomach rumbles on the way down, and Curio, having overheard, laughs and elbows a bloody-nosed Jett.

"Sounds like Killer is hungry for some action!" He shouts, and there are hoots and calls from the rest of the group. Achilles shakes his head and walks on a little faster, but he finds himself fighting a smile, and beyond, far beyond, the sun manages to break through the clouds, and it shines down on them as they walk. It feels good. Really good. With everyone smiling and laughing, it's hard to not get sucked into the atmosphere. Even with the sky a groggy overcast, the colourful banners hung from windows and the excitable chatter brighten the environment.

Curio spies one of the cameras, fresh from the Capitol and he cups his hands around his mouth to make a makeshift megaphone.

"Hey!" He shouts. "Make sure you get a good shot of the next Victor!" The man doesn't turn, but it inspires the group, and most of them laugh as they make their way towards the area roped off for eighteen-year-olds.

With a population of more than 230,000, it is simply impossible to fit everyone into the main square, and no one really tries. The Capitol is more lenient with this District than the others; Achilles' people, who either have no one at stake or have passed the age of eligibility usually just watch from their own village centres, where big screens are put up for the smaller crowds of onlookers. All the twelve-to-eighteen-year-olds have to attend the ceremony in main thoroughfare, of course. Aside from the Reaping candidates, the only other people in the square are the Peacekeepers, the officials, any parents or family of the children, their friends, and people who have managed to squeeze in.

They can't find his name in the ledger so they prick his finger and scan him for time convenience. Achilles pays it no mind ―― the small sting of a needle in the bed of one's index finger is nothing compared to the abuse he suffered this morning, but he finds himself bringing it up and putting it in his mouth anyway. At least, until the others turn up and he takes his hand away in embarrassment. The area roped off for the eighteen-year-olds understandably has the most attention; out of the thirty thousand names in that bowl, one of them is his, and as the space begins to fill, the noise gradually becomes louder, and soon, Achilles has to shout to be heard over thousands and thousands of District 2 citizens.

Before them lies the stage. It's permanent, and often used for events like sports award ceremonies, and festivals. District 2 has a large number of Victors, either living or otherwise, and those that are here have to stand behind in a large semi-circle. There are two more chairs, one for the mayor and one for District 2's escort, a lavish and generally terrifying large woman by the name of Sycamore Whitefeather. Mayor Duskthorn in comparison is plain, but he amplifies power and compliance, and when he stands, the entire space falls silent before him.

And, just like every year, the Reaping commences.

Mayor Duskthorn tells them of their history, of Panem's. He tells them of the disasters, of the strategies, the war that followed, and then the shining jewel of hope that rose up afterwards; Panem itself, which was a shining beacon surrounded by thirteen districts. Then everything changed, and brother turned on brother until the rebellion was won. District 2 was congratulated for their service, the rest of the districts punished ―― Thirteen utterly destroyed. It is everything Achilles already knows, and he finds himself wording the Treaty of Treason as Mayor Duskthorn recites it. Laws to govern them which must be upheld. Tragedies that shaped them which gave them the Hunger Games.

Twenty-four tributes this year. Achilles wonders who will be going from his district.

It's a time for repentance and a time for thanks, and the names of all the past victors are read off. Achilles looks along the stage and wonders, idly, what Aias might have been feeling if he had made it, too. Would he even have been in the bowl in the first place?

Sycamore Whitefeather is introduced, and she bounces and flaps her hands, it's an honour, she says, and Achilles stands there and wonders what Aias might have thought about her. He died in the 65th, and wouldn't have had Sycamore for an escort, but he finds himself wondering nonetheless.

Lost in his thoughts of his slain brother, he very nearly misses the first drawing; it's the collective shouting that rouses him from his thoughts, and he looks up and around just to see as a load of girls come screaming forwards, who are all guided back by Peacekeepers.

It's one of the non-Center girls, and Achilles expects someone to come up and volunteer. That much is standard. Achilles expected that. If one of the Center tributes wasn't selected, then it's up to one of three 'Chosen' Tributes, the ones selected first hand by the trainers in private, to volunteer. That part is a race. If you want to put your life on the line, then you better speak up quick.

Sure enough, there comes a shrill cry of "I volunteer as Tribute!" and the girl who was selected, a dark haired thing with pigtails on each side of her head, pretty, but far too young, is quickly replaced by a short haired young woman with strong arms and a wicked smile――

And it's Amber.

Achilles blinks and his mouth drops open, if only slightly. _Amber_.

She's jumping up onto the stage and she looks exactly the same as when he threw her out of the ring back at the Centre, but dressed far more elegantly. Yet that is not the Amber he sees walking up there, taking her place beside Sycamore, grinning and bouncing, it's the Amber that clutched hold of his fingers tight enough to stifle blood flow as she compleated her near future; who, only a few years ago, sat up in one of the trees outside the Centre and listened as Achilles identified constellations. For a second, that is all Achilles sees, and he wants to run up there and shake her and do something, but...

But Achilles cannot volunteer nor pardon for her. She's been chosen. She's this year's District 2 Female Tribute. Achilles looks down and blinks again, digging his fingernails into his palms until the skin breaks. No, he thinks. She won't die. She _won't_.

Amber is smart and quick and strong ―― they chose her for a reason. She'll come back, because she has to. She has to live in her own home in the Victor's village and sleep in until noon every day. That is what she wanted. Achilles looks up again as Sycamore moves towards the boy's bowl. She'll be okay and she'll come home. She'll come home.

And to make sure she does, Achilles decides as Sycamore sticks her hand into the bowl, he'll go and see her in the Justice Building if he isn't called. The Centre can't forbid him, and he might not be family but that's not against the rules either. As far as he can tell there's no precedent to keep him out.

Because they've been friends for years, like family, and now this is it and they might not see each other again.

Sycamore takes out the slip of paper, heels clicking against the floor as she walks over to the microphone.

Maybe Achilles won't have to see her in the Justice Building because he'll be going into the Arena with her.

He looks down at the critical moment, just as Sycamore opens up the latch on the paper, to see blood dripping down his fingers. He hears her shout over the microphone, out of a speaker way over his head. And it's not him.

It's Curio Pit, and, Achilles thinks, the odds are very much in his favour.


End file.
